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For most of the latter part of the twentieth century, the issues of quality and equity 
have been part of the agenda of compulsory schooling in Australia. However it is only 
more recently that the two have been brought together, which has drawn attention to the 
quest to create high quality and high equity schooling. The outcomes of this union have 
been the focus of analyses undertaken using data from the OECD Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA), which show that several features of Nordic 
secondary schools have produced high quality and high equity schooling. This article 
concentrates on the early years of school and considers the role of curriculum and 
syllabus documents in creating high quality and high equity in the early years, including 
the non-compulsory prior-to-school year1.  It draws on recent research in education 
generally to identify issues of significance that are instructive in the quest to produce high 
quality and high equity schooling in the early years. These issues include equity of 
access, syllabus design and curriculum, and transition to school; but before they are 
considered, I discuss the context of moves to create high quality and high equity 
schooling.  
The most infamous attempts to improve schooling outcomes have occurred in the 
USA, where standards-based accountability (SBA) reform emerged in the 1990s as an 
attempt by policy makers to reduce widespread systemic failure. In 2002, SBA was adopted 
nation wide as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and required states receiving Title 1 finance 
to “demonstrate improved performance on federally approved state designed tests for children in 
grades 3 through 8 in reading, math, and by 2008, science” (Brown, 2007, p. 637). Soon after 
NCLB came the Good Start, Grow Smart (GSGS) initiative, which was aimed at improving the 
performance of children aged 3-5 years and was based on the premise that children should begin 
school “with an equal chance of achievement so that no child is left behind” (Brown, 2007, p. 
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637). With GSGS came increased accountability for early childhood programs that cater for 
children in this age range such as Head Start, which began life in the 1960s as compensatory 
education. The aim of Head Start, NCLB and GSGS might have been to increase the quality of 
education and create more equitable outcomes, but there is resounding evidence that punitive 
approaches such as NCLB do not produce high quality and high equity schooling (Nichols, Glass 
& Berliner, 2005). The experience in the USA provides a stark contrast to Finland, Canada and 
Ireland, which according to the PISA results, have achieved high quality and high equity 
schooling. 
While debates continue about what is meant by high quality and high equity 
schooling and how to achieve it, PISA provides one approach that is used internationally 
to measure both quality and equity. Students aged 15 years from a variety of countries are 
assessed to give an indication of the acquisition of knowledge and skills required for full 
participation in society. Much has been made of the performance of Australian students. 
In 2000, Australia was ranked second in reading (with eight other countries); and in 2003 
was ranked fifth in mathematics (with eight others), fifth in science (with seven others), 
and fifth in problem solving (with seven others) (A Report by the Council for the 
Australian Federation [ARCAF], 2007). The 2006 PISA assessment concentrated on 
science, and Australian students were ranked fifth amongst OECD countries (Schleicher, 
2008). Notwithstanding the criticisms that have been directed at PISA about involving 
students aged 15 years as opposed to a grade level (Dohn, 2007), the results have led to 
claims that Australian schools produce high quality education and that the performance of 
Australian students is “among the best in the world” (National Curriculum Board [NCB], 
2008, p. 2). However, concern has been expressed that to stay competitive in the high 
quality stakes, Australia will need to improve if current high ratings are to continue as 
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“the competition is not standing still” (ARCAF, 2007, p. 11).  Part of the remit of the 
National Curriculum Board is to produce a national curriculum that will increase 
“Australia’s international competitiveness, both in terms of its economic competition and 
its educational performance” (NCB, 2008, p. 29).   
Besides giving an indication of the quality of education, the PISA data have also 
been used to investigate the notion of educational equity and this has occurred in two 
ways. First, in all countries, test performance and the social background of students were 
related so that “social advantage is generally associated with higher educational 
performance” (ARCAF, 2007, p. 11). The 2000 PISA reading data showed that even 
though Australia had high quality, equity was low because of the extent of the association 
between social advantage and higher educational performance. The 2003 mathematics 
data showed an improvement in that Australia was ranked at the OECD average for 
equity with five other countries, but had not achieved high quality/high equity status with 
countries such as Finland, Canada and Hong Kong-China. In these countries 
disadvantaged2 students perform much better than the same group in Australia (ARCAF, 
2007). The 2006 PISA results produced better news for Australia, showing that the effect 
of socioeconomic status began declining in 2003 (Council of Australian Governments 
[COAG], 2008a).  
The second way in which equity has been calculated using the PISA data is to 
“compare the source of variation among student performance” (ARCAF, 2007, p. 12). 
Thus the 2003 PISA mathematics data was used to analyse the relationship between 
differences among students within schools and differences between schools. Schools in 
Iceland, Finland and Norway showed very little between school variation in performance 
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(approximately four percent), which means that school choice is not as important as it is 
in countries where there is greater variation. In Australia, the variation between schools is 
approximately 20 percent, which means that schooling is not as equitable as it is in these 
Nordic countries (ARCAF, 2007). While the PISA data focus on the latter end of 
schooling, issues of quality and equity that are connected to early childhood education 
include equity of access, syllabus design and curriculum, and transition to school.  
Equity of access  
Ensuring equity of access in the early years means that all children have opportunities to 
access quality early childhood programs and are not restricted by family income, parental 
employment, special education requirements or cultural, ethnic or language background 
(OECD, 2006). Equity of access is not the same as equality of access as equity brings 
notions of fairness and justice, which means that equity of access makes visible the need 
to work to overcome factors that potentially impede access such as poverty and cultural 
and linguistic diversity. According to the OECD (2006), it is ‘at-risk’ children and 
families where greater efforts are required for provision of access. Improvements are 
needed in terms of both making access more equitable and in service delivery. This is 
particularly so for children with physical and intellectual disabilities, and for those with 
additional learning needs that are due to low socio-economic, cultural or ethnic 
backgrounds as access to different types of resources and services are required. Equity of 
access means that all children and families have access to programs and services that they 
need and that access is not restricted by individual or family circumstances.   
Caution is required to ensure that arguments about equity of access are framed in 
terms of the differences between what is valued in home environments and what brings 
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school success, and not deficit approaches that tend to frame children and families as 
lacking. In contrast to deficit approaches, the Queensland Preparing for School study 
(Thorpe et al., 2004) showed that a universal full-time, play-based program in the year 
before compulsory schooling was able to reduce the gap in achievement in social 
development, numeracy and literacy between children from socially advantaged and 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds. However, universal provision does not 
necessarily equate to equity of access, and successful inclusion makes other demands on 
early childhood programs and services if equitable access is to be addressed. For 
instance, equitable programs provide alternative pedagogical and curriculum approaches, 
extra teaching and learning resources, additional teamwork, consultation and liaison, and 
often, more staff. Programs that welcome diversity are preferred by immigrant families 
(OECD, 2006) but it is these very families that may not have access to a full range of 
educational, health and family services that are essential to optimize children’s learning 
(OECD, 2006). Equitable programs and equity of access go beyond universal provision to 
address children and families in such circumstances.   
The Rudd government’s Education Revolution is targeting the early years, 
focusing amongst other things, on the provision of and access to quality early childhood 
education for all children aged 4-5 years in the year before formal schooling. Despite this 
laudable interest, the matter of equity of access requires further attention. Provision 
includes free, quality early childhood programs with qualified early childhood teachers 
for 15 hours per week for 40 weeks per year (Rudd, 2008). Improving services for 
Indigenous children is part of this plan, as is the improvement of social inclusion and a 
reduction of disadvantage (COAG, 2008b). However, for those Indigenous families and 
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communities located in remote parts of Australia, equity of access remains problematic, 
especially where the provision of qualified teaching staff is concerned. Similar issues of 
equity of access are faced by staff in isolated and remote communities who want to 
upgrade their qualifications. Talks are underway about the best way to provide access to 
professional development that enables early childhood staff to progress from unqualified 
status to certificate, diploma and bachelor levels. There are no simple solutions to either 
of these staffing issues and both require attention if there is to be any hope of equity of 
access to qualified early childhood teachers and qualified group leaders.   
While provision of 15 hours of “fun, play-based education” per week with a 
qualified early childhood teacher is welcomed (Rudd, 2008), it creates other issues for 
working parents, especially if wrap around services are not provided at or close to the 
same site. If wrap around services are not available at the same site as where the 15 hours 
are provided, then equity is compromised and issues of access arise. The proposed 
integrated services for families and children (hub) approach may alleviate some concerns 
and potentially cater for those children and families requiring programs for longer than 
three hours per day, as well as for those requiring special support. Nevertheless, there are 
unique issues of equity of access that confront those in remote and some rural locations, 
as well as families that are involved in itinerant work circumstances. With Australia’s 
increasingly diverse population, creative responses are needed to ensure equity of access 
not only to early childhood education services, but to qualified teaching staff.    
Syllabus design and curriculum 
Recent deliberations about the role of syllabus and curriculum documents in achieving 
high quality and high equity schooling signal the importance of defining terms and the 
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significance of attending to the technical structure of syllabus documents (Luke, Weir & 
Woods, 2008). If curriculum is understood as the totality of what occurs in classroom and 
school settings, or as Luke et al. (2008) state, “the sum total of resources – intellectual 
and scientific, cognitive and linguistic, textbook and adjunct resources and materials, 
official and unofficial – that are brought together for teaching and learning by teachers 
and students in classrooms and other learning environments” (p. 11); then a syllabus “is a 
map and descriptive overview of the curriculum…a structured summary and outline of 
what should be taught and learned” (p. 11). In this conceptualisation, a syllabus provides 
a plan or outline but does not prescribe details of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. 
It maps out essential knowledge, identifies “appropriate testing systems for diagnostic 
and developmental purposes and systems’ accountability”, and significantly, establishes 
“a strong systemic equity focus on the potential of all learners to meet high expectations 
and standards” (Luke et al., 2008, p. 1). Thus the syllabus creates a vision of what is 
possible and establishes a framework to guide professional decision making.  
Achieving the right balance of “informed prescription” and “informed 
professionalism” (Schleicher, 2008) means making decisions about what is set centrally 
in a syllabus and what is left for schools and individual teachers to decide. This 
immediately creates opportunities for contextualised learning to occur in local 
communities and for the re-establishment of teachers to make professional decisions 
about content, resources, teaching approaches and the like. Informed professionalism 
then, lets teachers “interpret the syllabus…[and have] opportunities for local curriculum 
planning, rich professional resources and development activities, school and classroom-
based assessment capacity, and professional capacity to adopt curriculum for teaching 
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and learning of identified equity groups” (Luke et al., 2008, p. 2). If overly prescriptive, 
syllabi and other teacher materials encourage the reduction of teacher professionalism 
and promote reliance on prepackaged resources. This is the story of the USA, where the 
risk of ‘deskilling’ teachers was signaled some time ago by Apple (1978), and which 
remains problematic today because of the prevalence of prepackaged kits that promote 
technical and a-contextual approaches to curricula. There is compelling recent evidence 
to suggest that centralized over prescription of curriculum, rigid assessment regimes, and 
accountability procedures that involve disciplinary measures do not produce high quality 
and high equity schooling (Nichols, Glass & Berliner, 2005; Schleicher, 2008). 
Achieving the right balance of informed prescription and informed professionalism is 
what has set most of the countries that performed well in PISA apart from those that did 
not (Schleicher, 2008).  
To complement the strong systemic focus on equity, Levin’s (2008) approach to 
informed professionalism involves the notion of ‘levelling up’ or raising expectations that 
all students will achieve through the use of a range of pedagogic approaches. In high 
quality/high equity schooling, teachers draw on their professional knowledge to make 
decisions that take factors such as curriculum content, pedagogy, knowledge about 
student background and assessment into account (Schleicher, 2008). Countries with high 
quality/high equity education systems as measured by the PISA results have managed to 
“ameliorate the effects of differences in social background to an extent that much 
Australian debate in education predicates as unimaginable” (ARCAF, 2007, p. 15). This 
means that more equitable schooling has been achieved in countries such as Finland and 
Canada through a “levelling up” process and not by “dumbing down” content (ARCAF, 
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2007, p. 15).  The key messages for Australia are that high quality and high equity 
schooling can be achieved without compromising standards, that all students can succeed, 
and that the link between student outcomes and socio-economic status can be reduced. 
These messages are particularly pertinent in view of recent moves to develop a national 
Early Years Learning Framework (0-5 years) and a K-12 curriculum. What was learned 
from the Queensland Preparing for School evaluation (Thorpe et al., 2004) was the 
importance of expecting that all children can learn and succeed, especially those from 
socially disadvantaged backgrounds; and that the gap in achievement between those from 
socially advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds can be reduced.       
Transition to school: Informed prescription and informed professionalism  
The transition arrangements for moving from the pre-compulsory to the first year of 
compulsory schooling deserve particular attention when considering high quality and 
high equity schooling from both syllabus and curriculum perspectives.  
Having greater similarity between the syllabi and curricula of the pre-compulsory 
and the compulsory years reduces the challenges children face when making this 
transition. In several Australian states and territories attempts have been made to group 
the early years into a phase, band or stage and to align the syllabus of the pre-compulsory 
year with that of the compulsory years. This generally extends to standards so that 
standards of achievement are identified for particular junctures. For example, in 
Queensland, the Early Phase of Learning includes preparatory to Year 3 (P-3). The 
Queensland Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Framework (QCAR) (Queensland 
Studies Authority [QSA], 2008) describes Essential Learnings and Standards to be 
achieved by specific junctures, in this case, the end of Year 3. The Essential Learnings 
 11
and Standards are aligned to the Early Years Curriculum Guidelines (QSA, 2006), the 
curriculum used in the preparatory year, and preparatory teachers are required to forward 
reports of progress (using the Early Learning Record) to teachers in the first year of 
compulsory schooling. This alignment in curriculum, standards and reporting is aimed at 
a smooth transition between the non-compulsory preparatory year and the first year of 
school.   
As well as syllabus alignment, curriculum continuity between the non-compulsory 
year and the first year of schooling is important in terms of pedagogical approaches and 
has a significant bearing on quality and equity. For example, where ‘school readiness’ is 
the focus of transition to the compulsory years of schooling as it is in France and many 
English speaking countries, the onus is on children being ready for school and the 
tendency is for cognitive development to be emphasized through the acquisition of a 
range of knowledge, skills and dispositions (OECD, 2006). In such approaches, there is a 
risk of “schoolifying” (OECD, 2006, p. 59) programs in the year before compulsory 
schooling by orienting them towards cognitive development. ‘Schoolification’ sits in 
contrast to the Nordic countries where the preference is for early childhood pedagogy to 
form the basis of the early primary education (OECD, 2006). In Denmark for instance, 
the pedagogical approaches of the pre-school learning environment are continued into the 
first and second grades with great success (OECD, 2006). This type of pedagogical 
continuity can only enhance the move from the non-compulsory to the compulsory years 
of schooling.    
A further problem with the notion of readiness is that it is something that resides 
in the child (Dockett & Perry, 2007), which means that it is easy to locate failure or 
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deficit with the individual child or family. Viewing readiness as something that resides in 
the child makes it difficult to dissociate teacher expectations from socio-economic status 
and class issues. School readiness studies in the USA have associated readiness with 
social class or social capital (Tudge, Odero, Hogan & Etz, 2003), and in Australia this 
association has been extended to literacy (Comber & Hill, 2000; Comber & Nichols, 
2004). Classroom practices that are valued by teachers are those that are connected with 
success in school literacy and which tend to be associated with “more affluent families” 
where children have “frequently received extra pedagogical encounters and practice with 
literacy tasks at home” (Comber & Hill, 2000, p. 86). Privileging the literacy knowledge 
of children from more affluent families means that the knowledge of children from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds is not valued as highly (Dockett & 
Perry, 2007). While teachers have different expectations regarding readiness, it is those 
children who are familiar with and able to ‘perform literacy’ in ways that are similar to 
teachers’ expectations who are advantaged, and this advantage increases over time 
(OECD, 2006; Tudge et al., 2003).  
Closely connected to teacher expectation is the necessity of ensuring that all 
children, irrespective of their backgrounds are provided with interesting and challenging 
learning opportunities. Details from the PISA studies show that “…students with poor 
skills may get less interesting and challenging instruction” (Levin, 2008, p. 124). Even 
though Levin is commenting about secondary schooling, this contention deserves 
consideration as calls for more formal approaches in the early years continue to ring in 
the ears of Australian policy makers and academics, claiming that direct instruction in 
“…crucial areas like learning to read and learning basic mathematical concepts and 
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algorithms” (Donnelly, 2007, p. 201) has been found to be what works best (in US 
research about Project Follow Through). In the Queensland Preparing for School study, 
the preparatory teachers reported less teacher-directed, more child-initiated activity than 
the preschool or Year 1 teachers (Thorpe et al., 2004). The preparatory teachers were 
focused on children’s learning and proactive in leading it. They had clear goals and 
higher expectations than preschool and Year 1 teachers about the skills and dispositions 
needed for Year 1 entry (social, literacy, numeracy, independence, cooperation).     
But it’s not all about instruction: it’s also about the level of student engagement.  
Alvermann and Marshal’s (2008) assertion about literacy teaching and learning in the 
middle years is enlightening. They say that it is the “level of student engagement 
(including its sustainability over time)” that is the “mediating factor…through which 
instruction influences student outcomes” (p. 104). Ensuring that all students get 
interesting and varied teaching that produces sustained engagement goes hand-in-hand 
with expecting all children to succeed, the provision of a “…safe environment, sense of 
belonging and adult care” and the affirmation of “…diverse student identities” (Levin, 
2008, p. 115). For Levin, affirming diverse student identities can occur through 
“…greater cultural awareness among staff of the real lives of students, outreach to 
minority students, early intervention and support for students experiencing difficulty” (p. 
117). While these characteristics are similar to features of some early intervention 
programs, the significance of coming to know about the real lives of students and their 
families as factors that can be used effectively to influence the level of student 
engagement and the provision of interesting and challenging teaching cannot be 
underestimated.  
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When compared with the prior-to-school non-compulsory year, the decrease in 
staff/child ratios that occurs in the first year of compulsory schooling has academic and 
social implications that relate to both quality and equity. For those children who are not 
able to perform in ways that are similar to teacher expectations, the decrease in staff/child 
ratios produces further complications. There is an increase in academic demands and 
there is less time in school for individual attention from the teacher, and less parental 
presence in Year 1 classrooms than in before school settings (Pianta, 2004). This means 
there is not as much support available for children and that time may be spent waiting for 
assistance, thereby increasing the likelihood of children becoming distracted. In such 
circumstances, children are compared according to how well they complete tasks and 
teachers make educational decisions on the basis of their performance (Pianta, 2004). 
Further, there are also likely to be more complex social circumstances with many more 
children at school, and interaction patterns between staff and children tend to be different 
from before school settings (Pianta, 2004). Children must adapt to the decrease in 
staff/child ratios and as part of this, learn to meet academic requirements with less 
support. At the same time they must learn to deal with more complex social conditions. 
The combination of these increased academic and social demands and the decrease in 
staff/child ratios presents challenges in terms of equity for children who operate 
differently from teacher expectations.   
A reduction in contact between parents and teaching staff often occurs when 
children begin formal schooling. This situation is exacerbated for families in low socio-
economic circumstances (Fantuzzo, Tighe, & Childs, 2000) and those in minority groups 
such as Indigenous children in Australia (Dockett & Perry, 2007). There is also evidence 
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that the nature of communication changes (notes rather than personal interaction) and that 
more negative information tends to be conveyed to parents in the early years of schooling 
than in before school settings (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 1999). What this amounts to 
for those who do not have the requisite social capital is that contact from the school is 
likely to be less personal, less frequent, and convey negative information. When 
combined, these curriculum matters work to increase inequitable circumstances for those 
children who are not able to perform in ways that are similar to teacher expectations. The 
result is that advantage (and disadvantage) increase over time (OECD, 2006; Tudge et al., 
2003). Thus for the early years and particularly the first year of compulsory schooling, 
“…parent and community outreach is both more important and more difficult in high 
poverty communities or with recent immigrants” (Levin, 2008, p. 124).  
Conclusion   
Producing high quality and high equity schooling systems requires a balance between 
informed prescription (syllabus, standards, equitable expectations of success) at the 
central level and informed professionalism at the school. It is about professional teachers 
claiming the expertise to recognise, value and use the resources that all children and 
families bring with them to provide interactive teaching and learning that engages 
children and produces success for all. The quest for high quality and high equity 
schooling beings in the early years and given the composition of Australian society and 
the PISA data, the drive should be for equitable approaches so that more equitable 
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1 In Australia this year is named variously, including preparatory, reception, preschool, kindergarten and 
transition. It is referred to as “K” in this paper because the National Curriculum Board has described the 
curriculum to be created as “K-12”. It most states this year is non-compulsory (K is compulsory in New 
South Wales) and in some states provision is for the length of the school day. The early years of school are 
defined as K-3 (even though this varies between states and territories). 
2 ‘Disadvantage’ is determined by the relationship between student social background and performance on 
the tests.  
